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Surveying group map out life of the seafarers 
  
QUT final-year surveying and mapping science students have gained some valuable knowledge and 
experiences after a 16-day voyage from Cairns to Princess Charlotte Bay in Far North Queensland 
  
The group made the expedition aboard the traditional sailing schooner; the 76-foot long "SV 
Alexander Stewart". It was not only the lure of the sea, blue skies and warmer weather, but a chance 
to give 10 surveying and mapping students some practical skills in their chosen field of study. 
  
The voyage began in Innisfail on June 18 and travelled some 700 kilometres north to the Flinders 
group of Islands and Princess Charlotte Bay, North Queensland. The expedition was lead by Dr Sue 
Buzer from the School of Planning, Landscape Architecture, and Surveying; Queensland University 
of Technology. Although there were blue skies, Dr Buzer said it was hard work at times, with winds 
reaching 35 knots in some places, which made the students' job of sailing and running the vessel 
difficult. 
  
Figure 1 SV"Alexander Stewart" 75ft Schooner 
  
"The experience was one most people will never be able to have, with students reaping both personal 
and professional benefits," she said. We followed the path of explorers Cook, Flinders and Phillip 
Parker King, and we check-navigated the route with GPS and solar observation methods.  
"We were on a boat the same size, so we got a feel for what they experienced, and as it happened, we 
were there at a similar time of year." With the diaries of the famous explorers in hand, the students 
were able to test their skills - largely based on the latest technology - to see where they could 
recognise the land and seascapes, and map them as their forebears did. 
  
  
Dr Buzer said many of the traditional skills, which involved using a sextant and observation, have 
largely been lost. "We've lost a lot of landscape recognition skills," she explained. "We're relying 
very heavily on the electronic maps and GPS (global positioning system) and - while we can still use 
the instruments - being able to identify the difference between an island and part of the mainland, or 
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The 13-person group also learned new personal skills such as team building and decision-making. 
These types of trips are an opportunity for the students to get out and experience the environments of 
the early explorers' and appreciate the mapping and positioning methods in harsh surroundings. 
  




The surveying students also used hand-held GPS to navigate and map some walking 
tracks on the barrier reef islands and gained a better appreciation of GPS operations in a non-
selective availability (SA) status. This extended to examples of reference Heights above ellipsoids 
(HAE) and Height above the MSL model (ALT). 
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Figure 3 HMS DART Benchmark 1899. 






Of particular historical interest was that the group came across the engravings of the British survey 
vessel "H.M.S. Dart". The High Water determination benchmark carved in stone is located at the 
southern end of the Owen Channel on the Western tip of Flinders Island itself. The monument was 
probably originally visible from the nearby safe anchorage, but recent growth in Mangroves obscures 
the large boulder from passing mariners.  The old fresh water wells that had been constructed nearby 
just above the High water mark in the open forest are still visible with the lower well still easily 
accessible.  The Dart survey vessel spent 20 years surveying and mapping the "holes of knowledge" 
of the Australian east coast from Tasmania to Torres Strait in the late 1800s and early 1900s.  
  
The surveying and mapping student group also spent several days exploring the aboriginal cave 
paintings on Stanley Island (part of the Flinders group) and the deserted fishing resort around 
Bathurst Head. Several stereo-captured digital images have been taken of the cave paintings on 
Stanley Island. Also visited was the Cape Melville memorial where two cyclones collided in 1900 
with large loss of life caused by an estimated 12 metre tidal surge. 
  
On the return journey to cairns, we anchored overnight at Noble Island out of the prevailing south-
easterly winds.. Noble Island is remarkable different from the other barrier reef island being volcanic 
and not coral cay in formation. This is geologists' paradise with three distinctive volcanic peaks 
creating the island. It is alleged that in the early 1920's that Surveyors' found large gold nuggets on 
the island. During the 1960's, an exploratory mineshaft was started on the eastern face, but did not 
yield enough gold for a viable mine. The ruins of the small minecamp are still evident today. Some 
of the group scaled (rock-climbed) to the summit and left a message buried under the rock cairn 
beside the rusting star-picket. The elevation of the summit was confirmed as 123metres above L.A.T.
  
The group also navigated the route of Captain Cook, firstly around Endeavour reef, hope reef and 
Cooktown itself. Rough and uncomfortable weather allowed a one-day stopover in Cooktown. The 
National Trusts' James Cook Museum in Cooktown is well worth a few hours investment of time to 
visit and examine the restored artefacts from Cook's era. We also traversed north of Cooktown 
around Lookout Point, Lizard Island and out to the outer reef around Cook's passage and the cod 
hole. While on Lizard Island, we scaled the 356 metres to the cloud-encrusted summit where 
National Parks and Wildlife service have erected permanent monuments to Captain Cook's 
explorations. 
  
Two final year surveying students documented the exploration trip with a short but high quality 27-
minute video being produced. The experience of the trip, the remoteness and scale of the Queensland 
coastline and the beauty of the land/seascapes will stay in the minds of the group for years to come. 
  
Robert Webb 
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Figure 2 HMS DART Benchmark 1899. 





















Figure 3 Robert Webb mapping the walking track on Lizard Island using GPS and 
monocular magnetic intersections. 
